One scholar found cartoon portrayals targeted at children to be particularly offensive. Ina 1983
study, for example. Barcus observed that:

Canoon comedy programs contain the most blatant ethnic stereotypes. These
programs...frequently provide cruel stereotypes of ethnic minorities. And
canoon comedies alone amount to nearly one-half of all program time in
children’s TV.?

One common media stereotype is that Hispanics are poor. of low socioeconomic status, and lazy.
The Michigan State study noted that “half (of Hispanic characters] arc lazy. and very few show much
concern for their futures. Most have had very little education. and their jobs reflect that fact.™ The
Lichters’ analysis revealed
similar results; according to
the Center for Media and
Public Affairs, Hispanics on
TV in the 1955-86 period
were nearly twice as likely as
Whites to be of “low socio-
economic status.” half as

Figure 2

Traits of TV Characters 1955-1986
Social Background

: . 50% 47%
likely to be a “professional or Clwhite
e_xeculive," and 50% more 40% 0% B Black
likely to be portrayed as an [ Latine
“unskilled laborer.™' (See
A 30%
Figure 2.)
22 22% 22%
More recent studies 20% % 18

suggest that portrayals of 13
Hispanics as poor or lazy 10% o%
have not improved signifi-
cantly since the 1955-86 pe- 0% ,

Low Economic Status  Professional or Exsc. Unskilied Labor

riod. The Pitzer College
study, which examined a
week of TV network pro-
gramming in 1992, showed
that 75% of [Hispanic] characters studied were in the lower socioeconomic status category vs. 24% of
Blacks and 17% of Whites. According to the study’s authors, ““In general. African Americans are portrayed
positively on prime-time TV.... Latinos were more likely described as powerless and stupid.™*? Given these
research findings, it is not surprising that one researcher has concluded that Hispanics and other minorities
*have replaced Blacks in the lower social classes on television.™

Source: Center for Media and Public Aftairs

A second common stereotype casts Hispanics as “failures™; the two major studies in the field both
confirm the media’s tendency to equate Latino characters with a lack of success. According to the Center
for Media and Public Affairs. the “failure” rate of Hispanics was more than double that of Blacks and 50%
higher than that of Whites during the 1955-86 period. This high failure rate was compounded by a low
success rate of Hispanic characters: according to the Lichters’ research, Latino characiers were less likely to
have succeeded in achicving their objectives than either Whites or Blacks.” (See Figure 3.) Similarly, the
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Annenberg study covering the 1982-92 period found that, in terms of “outcome,” Latino/Hispanic and
Asian/Pacific American characters have higher relative failurc rates than other groups.*

Another variant of this theme involves portrayals of Hispanics as people who do not have to be
taken seriously. According to the Pitzer College study of the 1992 season. fully 44% of Latinos on TV were
“condescended to or patronized™ on screen, compared o 30% of Blacks and only 21% of Whites." Yel
another variation of the siereotype portrays Hispanics as untrustworthy. Over the 1955-86 period. the Lichters’
research found that 20% of Hispanic characters were “deceivers or tricksters,” compared to 13% of White
characters and 12% of Black characters.*

Perhaps no issue has been more explosive

Figure 3 — and exploited — in recent years than crime;

in fact some political analysts have attributed

Traits of TV Characters 1955-1986 the outcome of a recent Presidential election
Plot Functions in part to a single series of television adver-

tisements. In this context, portrayals of His-
panics as criminals are panticularly damaging.
The Center {or Media and Public Affairs study
found that Hispanic characters were twice as
Owhite likely as Whites, and three times as likely as
B Biack Blacks, to commit a television crime. Fully

34%
”ox Otatino 22 percent of Hispanic characters portrayed on
Fm‘ TV during the 1955-86 period were criminals.

22%
ﬁﬂ compared to 11% of Whites and only 7% of

Blacks. The report noted that “‘despile being
outnumbered three (o one, Hispanic characters

In sum, Hispanics in television entertainment programs are both more likely to be portrayed nega-

tively and less likely to be portrayed positively than any other group. In addition, TV portrayals tend to

have committed more violent crimes than
Blacks™ on television.”

reinforce derogatory stereotypes of Latinos as people who are poor. of low status, lazy. deceptive, and

criminals.

80%,

60%

°l

20% l

0% ‘

Chassce Sueeomded Charwctor Famigd

Sourca: Center tor Medis and Public Aftalrs

. fews

Hispanics appear (o have been portrayed negatively in the “objective™ news media as
well. One of the first siudies conducted on Latino portrayals in the news media was a 1969 analysis of
Puerto Ricans in the New York Times and New York Post, which revealed that the English-language dailies
showed little interest in Puerto Ricans, who were referred to with negative attribules and covered primarily
in terms of their social disadvantages and problems. The authors found that three-fourths of a total of 64
stories dealing with Puerto Ricans centered on intergroup relations and that 85 percent of these were “prob-
lem-oriented” stories. The authors concluded that:

Puerto Ricans are discussed and reported in the English-language press pri-
marily in the context of the problems or difficulties that they pose for Anglo
society, whereas their cultural aclivity and creativity is by and large over-
looked.*
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Hispanics, like other minorities. are highly sus-
ceptible to stereotyping by the news media. Joumnalism
scholars Felix Gutierrez and Clint C. Wilson have ob-
served that the coverage of minority issues during the
1970s often focused inordinate attention on the more
bizarre or unusual elements of minority communities.
such as youth gangs. illegal immigration, or interracial
violence (see box). While these are legitimate news top-
ics, the emphasis on such coverage and the near absence
of other news stories or dramatic themes involving mi-
norities resulied in a new stereotype of rucial minorities
as “problem people.” groups either beset by problems
or causing them for the larger society.*

Although there is a paucity of comprehensive
survey research in this area, some empirical research has
been carried out which verifies the characterization of
Hispanics in the news as “problem people.” For example,
in a 1989 study of the Albuguerque Journal and San
Antonio Express-News, researchers found that although:

...Hispanics and Hispanic issues are
present in the newspaper newshole in
proportion 1o their presence in the popu-
lation...; Hispanics were much too promi-
nently reported as ‘problem people,” for
example. in judicial and crime news and
news of riots.*

A 1990 San Francisco State University study
of local news coverage in the Bay Area found that:

[Pleople of color. Latinos in particular.
were most frequently depicted in crime
stories. Conversely. no Latinos were

Hispanic TV Stereotypes
in the 1980s

Ironicalty, televiston's multiculturat world of the
1980s provided an updated version of the stereo-
typical Hispanic banditos who populated the west-
erns 30 years earlier. Crime shows iike Miami
Vice, Hill Street Blues, and Hunter presented His-
panic Grug lords as a major nemesis  As
scriptwriter Ben Stein observed, “any time a Cu-
ban or Colombian crosses the tube. he lgaves a
0000 thick trail of cocaine bening.”

in a widely noted 1982 episode of Hill Street
Biues. Lt. Calletano (the late Rene Enriquez) was
chosen by the department as “Hispanic Officer of
the Year.” Al the award banquet, however, the Co-
lombian Calletano was identitied as a Puerto
Rican, and Mexican food was served. Angered,
he launched into a denunciation of continuing
prejudice among his self-satistied co-workers: “I
look around this room...and the only other His-
panics | see are waiters and busboys.” He might
have been speaking on behalf of all Hispanic char-
aclers in the television industry.

Sadly, the highest profite Latino characters of
the most recent television season have been Eric
and Lyle Menendez, whose murder Irial was fea-
tured 1n two made-tor-television movies.

Source: Center for Media and Public Affairs, A
Tale of Two Minorities. fonhcoming 1994

depicted in lifestyle stories. no Asians in business. and no people of color of

any stripe in obituaries.

The author. Professor Erna Smith, notes that “the results echo every study of press coverage of non-

whites dating back to the 1950s.™

The Annenberg study of TV programming over the 1982-92 period found that women make news
as government officials and business persons combined 9.9 times as much as in crime-related stories; the
ratio for men is 8.2, and for Latinos 5.0. In other words, according to the Annenberg researchers, for one

woman in crime news there are 2.6 in business news; for one man in crime news there are 1.7 in business

news; but for each Latino in crime news there is only one in business news.*
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Based on thesc types of stud-
ies, Wilson and Gutierrez concluded
that in recent years mainstream press
reporting has:

...emphasized ethnic
minorities on “welfare”
who live in crime-in-
fested neighborhoods;
lack educational oppor-
tunity, job skills, and
basic language skills:
and in the circumstance
of Latinos and South-
east Asians, ar¢ prob-
ably not legitimate U.S.
citizens.

These negative portrayals are
exacerbated by the fact that they are
rarely counter-balanced by Hispanics
who appear in more positive sellings in
the news. As documented above, Lati-
nos are severely underrepresented as
spokespersons. cxpert authorities. or
“newsmakers.” Thus, rather than help-
ing 1o overcome the negative image of
Latnos fostered by entecrtainment pro-
gramming. the news media appear to
reinforce this image through often ste-
reotypical news coverage.

D.  Alontemporary View

1 Duerview

In order to collect the
most complete and recent data avail-
able. the National Council of La Raza
recently commissioned the Center for
Media and Public Affairs to conduct a
special analysis of two groups of pro-
grams aired during the 1992-93 televi-
ston season. The first set of programs
analyzed consists of a sample of net-
work fictional programming: this is cs-

Newspaper Coverage Over Three Decades

The NCLR magazine, Agenda, published during the 1970s and early
1980s. devoted much space to the issue of Hispanics and the media. Ex-
cerpted below is @ 1978 arlicie by Felix Gutierrez, then a protessor of jour-
nalism at Calitornia State University at Northrigdge, which made note of sev-
eral instances of inaccurate and stereotypical coverage of Hispanics from
the nation's top media outiels.

For many years, Chicanos were the “invisible minority” inthe news
media. When news organizations began {0 wake up 10 the exis!-
ence of Chicanos in the mid-1960s they often rushed to cover the
group with simplistic overviews and facile headlines that reveaied
more of their own biases than the reality of the pecple they sought
1o cover.

Francisco J. Lewels, head of the Mass Communication Depart-
ment of the University of Texas at EI Paso, wrote in his 1974 book,
The Use of the Media by the Chicano Movement:

Untii recently, daity newspapers have given littie coverage 10
the Spanish-speaking community. In ihe Southwest, Mexi-
can Americans have been traditionally left out of the news
columns except when involved in crimes or accidents. Inthe
society pages. Spanish names gid not appear unless they were
in reterence to visiting dignitaries or to the weaithiest Mexi-
can families. tnthe tate 1950s and early 1960s papers began
using smali pictures of Mexican American brides on the back
page of the soctety section for the tirst time, but even then,
Anglo marriages were given much larger play.

The Atlantic headlined a 1967 overview article on Chicanos
as “The Minority Nobody Knows.” indicating that if the exist-
ence of Chicanos was news to the editors of The Atiantic il
must be news 10 everyone else who matlered. A Time maga-
zine reporter riding through East Los Angeles in 1967 wrote
about “tawdry taco joints and rollicking cantinas,” the reek of
cheap wine,” and "lurid hot rods.” A 1969 Los Angeles tele-
vision documentary was litled “The Siesta is Over,” implying
that the area’s two million Chicanos had been taking it easy
for gecades.

[More recently], a Washington Postseties on Chicanos (March
20-24,1978) said the group lives in a part of the United States
they call “MexAmerica.” the litle of the series. The term
“MexAmerica” 1S not used by Chicanos. but was invented by
Washington Pos! stafters to catch the eyes of editors and read-
ers.

Source: Agenda: A Journal of Hispanic Issues. November/December 1978
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sentially an update of the sample included in the Center’s long-term study covering the 1955-86 period. The
second se1 of programs examines two genres that are increasingly popular but rarely analyzed — reality-
based shows and first-run syndicated series. The sample was assessed both from the perspective of the
extent to which Hispanics appeared in such programming. as well as the types of roles portrayed by His-
panic characters. Summary findings of this special analysis are reponed below.*

6. Retwork Fictionol Programming

Perhaps the most striking single finding is how little has changed for Latinos in network
entertainment in recent ycars. Ata time when Black representation on television nearly tripled — from 6%
over the 1955-86 period 10 17% in 1992-93 — Hispanic portrayals dropped from 2% 10 1%. according 1o the
Center’s study.

From an historical

perspective, Black characters Figure 4

were aclually less prevalent

than Hispanic characters in Tralts of TV Characters 1992
the 1950s and early 1960s.

From 1965 to 1974, Blacks Social Background

outnumbered Hispanics on

television by a two to one 40% 7%
margin (6% vs. 3%). How-
ever. this gap widened in the 30% 28% 28%
1970s and 1980s, as the 24% 6%
Black-to-Hispanic ratio of 20% Clwhite
TV characters grew to more 20%] 18 W Biack
than three to one. By the ' UHispanic
. 11%12%
1992-93 season, the ratio was 10%
a slaggering 17 Black char-
acters for every Hispanic
character on television.*’ Y rvee—— e —
Hispanics also con- Source: Center for Medis and Public Afiairs

linue 10 be portrayed in a
negative manner on network
TV. For example. Latino characters were more likely than either Whites or Blacks to be portrayed as being
of low sociocconomic status. At the opposite end of the economic ladder, while almost as many African
Americans as Whiles are portrayed as being wealthy (16% and 18%, respectively). the proportion of wealthy
Hispanics has fallen over the years until none remained in the sample by the 1975-86 period; this lack of
Latino representation among the wealthy continued during the 1992-93 period. The one piece of good news
revealed by the study is that the proportion of Hispanic characters in professional occupations (25%) equalled
that of Blacks (24%). although both minority groups continued to fare less well than Whites (33%) in this
respect. (See Figure 4.)

This partial advance notwithstanding, negative portrayals of Hispanics in the 1992-93 season were
considerably higher than those of other groups; Latinos were twice as likely as Whites and three times as
likely as Blacks to be portrayed in negative roles (18% vs. 8% and 6%. respectively).
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Hispanics also con-
tinued 1o portray criminals
more frequently than other
groups. During the 1992-93
season, Latino characters

Figure 5

Traits of TV Characters 1992

Plot Functions

were four times more likely

1o commit a crime than were 20% 18%
either Whites or Blacks (16% 16%
for Latinos vs. 4% for both 15%
Whites and Blacks: see Fig-
ure 5). Similarly, 9% of His- Dwnite
panic TV characters engaged 0% M Black
in violent behavior — more % O Latino
than doubile the proportion of
Whites and Blacks (4% and 5% 4% 4%
3%, respectively). ]
0% Negetve Porwayal Commmed Crvne

d. ayndicated and
Reality-Based
Programming

Among the fastest-growing and mosl
popular program genres on television arc so-
called ‘reality-based " shows suchas Cops, and
first-run syndicaled series such as Star Trek:
The Next Generation. While such programs
may well offer TV viewers greater diversity in
some respects, the Center’s analysis revealed
that, if anything, these shows paint an even
more negalive portrayal of Latinos than the
networks.

For example, out of a total of 472
characters analyzed from a sample of syndi-
cated series, only six or 1% were Hispanics.
Although this figure is so low that it limits the
researcher’s ability to draw statistically reli-
able inferences, three of the six Hispanic char-
acters were portrayed negatively and two en-
gaged in criminal activity. For comparison
purposes. out of the overall sample only about
one of five characters were portrayed nega-
tively.

Reality-based shows in the 1992-93
season were notable for containing a relatively

Source: Center for Media and Public Aftairs

“Law and Order”

Even shows that strive for a socially relevan! message
can eng up reinforcing television’s decades-old stereolype
of Hispanics as violent criminals. For example, a 1992 epi-
sode of Law and Orgerfocused on the murder of a weaithy
White college co-ed who was beaten to death. Suspicion
falts on her Mexican American boytriend, a scholarship stu-
dent named Tommy. The defense team trigs to portray the
Doy as the victim of a society thal won't admit to its class
distinctions and prejudices. Appealing for a verdict of tem-
porary insanity, Tommy’s lawyer describes him as a
“wetback, a beaner, a greaser.. " irying 0 break inlo a wealthy
{Cadillac and country club set. The iawyer argues that he
killed his girliriend when her attempt to leave him activated
his pent-up rage against a lifetime of social slights and dis-
crimination. But the Black prasecutor strongly challenges
these Claims, even criticizing his own White colleagues for
going easy on Tommy because of his background. The jury
finds Tommy guilty of murder.

Source: Center for Media and Public Aftairs. A Tule of Two
Minorittes. forthcoming 1994.
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high proportion of Latino characters: unfortunately. nearly half of these characters were criminals. Accord-
ing to the Center’s data. Hispanics accounted for eight percent of the characters in these programs. How-
ever. a stunning 45% of Latinos portrayed on these shows committed crimes, compared to 10% of the
Whites who were shown. Lichter and Amundson conclude that:

These findings reflect the topical focus of these programs. most of which are
real-life cops and robbers shows. For the most part. our study found. they
show Whites enforcing the laws and minorities breaking them **

Measured by both the number and proportion of characters. or the quality of roles portrayed. His-
panics on TV network shows appear to have made little progress since the 1950s. In the context of the
1990s, this absence of progress is quite remarkable: it has taken place at a time when Hispanics are among
the fastest-growing population groups in the U.S.. when rapid demographic change is focusing increasing
atiention on multicultural themes and issues, and against a backdrop of significant improvement in the
proportion and quality of portrayals of African Americans and perhaps other minorities as well. As the
Center concluded. “*Steppin’ Fetchit may be a distant memory, but “Jose Jimenez" seems alive and well.”
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II.  The Impact of Underrepresentation
and Negative Portrayals

A Oerview

The combination of severe underrepresentation and negalive media portrayals of Hispanics con-
tributes to a decidedly negative image of Latinos within the broader society. Although the precise causal
relationships involved remain the subject of considerable academic debaie. on balance the research clearly
demonstrates that the media coverage and portrayals both foster and reinforce negative public images of
Hispanics. Furthcrmore. in its failure to portray Latinos positively, the media have neglected to take any
affirmative steps to reverse negative stereotypes of Hispanics.

The following section describes the theoretical and empirical evidence regarding the overall im-
pact of the media on public attitudes and perceptions; assesses public attitudes toward and opinions of
Hispanics; and discusses the larger implications for Latinos and American society.

B.  How Nedia Portrayals Shape Public Attitudes

The question of how and to what extent media portrayals. images, and news coverage affect public
opinion, attitudes. and behavior is highly controversial. There is currently, for example. a highly visible
public debate regarding the extent to which TV violence can be linked 1o apparent increases in violent
behavior within society in general, and among youth in particular. Similarly, the question of whether — and
to what extent — negative and sexist media portrayals of women are related to individual acts of violence
against women is a matler of considerable public controversy.

In addition. underlying much of the public debate is a classic “chicken and egg™ problem. Al one
extreme. some argue that the media serve almost exclusively as a “mirror™ of society ai-large. These ob-
servers assert that opinions and behaviors attributed to the media are. in fact, already present in society and
are due largely to faclors unrclated 10 media portrayals and coverage. Al the opposite extreme, others tend
1o portray the media as a kind of “magic bullet”™ which has the ability to consisiently and precisely shape
opinions and attitudes largely irrespective of other societal or individual [actors.

In general, the research demonstrates that, within significant limitations, the media have consider-
able influence on public opinions and attitudes. These limitations relate principally to how media messages
are received and interpreted by different audiences; according to Wilson and Gutierrez;

Rather than a mere target for a bullet, the mass audience is more accurately
described as a complex set of groups and individuals who make selective
decisions about which media to use, what information to retain from the me-
dia. and how to interpret what they see and remember.... Because of the wide
range of social and psychological factors affecting how a person thinks and
acts, it is difficult to pinpoint specific effects of media on how people think
and act.'

Although social science research has yet to definitively answer these questions, a broad consensus
appears o be emerging among experts in the field, particularly with respect to media portrayals of minority
groups.
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Summaries of Theoretical Research

Legitimation Theory

In 1972, the U.S. Surgeon General released a tandmark study, Television and Social Behavior, which
among a number of findings, made the first linkages between viewing violence on television and aggressive
pehavior. Stanford University Professor Cedric Clark also explored the issue of race and tetevision. Clark
noled that in a society as large as the United States, the media confer social “legitimation” in two ways —
through recognition and respect. Clark conciuded that, through underrepresentation in programming, racial
and ethnic minorities were not “recagnized” by the media.

Clark argued that minorities are not afforded respect by the media as well, the other key component
to legitimation. Respect manifests itself in how behavior is defined, assessed (whether it is “good” or “bad”).
and accounted for by the media and the audience. For example, Clark noted that when Indians won a battie, it
was termed a “massacre.” but when non-Indians won, it was a “victory.”

Cultivation Analysis

George Gerbner, of the Annenberg School of Communications’ Cultural Indicators Project, posited the
“cultivation analysis™ theory in the 1972 Surgeon General report. Cultivation analysis recognizes that televi-
s10n has become the primary source of everyday information and socialization, and for many the only source
of entertainment and information. Gerbner theorizes that continual, long-term exposure 1o television’s mes-
sages reiterates, confirms, and nourishes, in other words “cultivates,” its own vaiues and perspectives. There-
fore, the more one watches tetevision, the more likely it is that one's opinions and attitudes on cerlain subjects
0r groups, such as minorities, are shaped by television. For example, Gerbner noted that there is considerable
evidence that heavy exposure Lo television cullivates exaggerated perceptions of the number o people in-
volved in violence in any given week.

The cultivation process has adversely affected groups who are absent from or portrayed badly on
television. In 1980, Gerbner found that television produced no positive images at all of the elderly, and that the
more people, especially young people, watch television, the mare negatively they perceive the elderly. Heavy
viewers were found to believe that the elderly are not adaptable, alert, or competent. In a 1982 report, the
Annenberg School expressed concern over the “cultivation of a relatively restrictive view of women's and
minority rights among [television] viewers.”

The “Drench Hypothesis™

More recently, Michigan State Professor Bradley Greenberg has taken issue with the idea that alti-
tudes and beliefs about minorities gleaned from television are shaped gradually and incrementally. Greenberg
notes that there are severai examples where one program or series has been compelling, forceful, chalienging,
gramatic, and/or popular enough to substantially change attitudes. He cites The Golden Girls as profoundly
changing altitudes towards older women and The Cosby Show changing attitudes about African Americans.
He contends that media research and advocacy should focus more on critical or influential portrayais than on
sheer numbers.

L Theoretical and Empirical Evidence

A number of media scholars have developed theories regarding how the media shapes public atti-
tudes toward minority groups (see box). While there is disagreement within the scholarly community with
respect 1o precisely how societal perceptions of minorities are shaped by the media, there is widespread
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agreement thal underrepresentation and negative portrayals of such groups are. in fact, harmful to these
groups’ public image.

Notwithstanding the continuing theoretical debate on this subject. the weight of the empirical
evidence demonstrates quite conclusively that the media have substantial influence in shaping attitudes
toward and opinions of minority groups in several key respects. Firsl. researchers have found that media
portrayals tend to have their strongest effects in shaping aititudes towards groups. such as minorities, with
which the audience has little direct contact or knowledge. According to the American Psychological Asso-
ciation:

Television portrayals...may cultivate attitudes and beliefs about minorities
among the wider population. Images of status inequality can both create and
maintain inequality in the broader society. The less real-world information
viewers have about a social group, the more apt they are 1o accept the televi-
sion image of that group.?

In their extensive assessment of televised portrayals of Hispanics. Faber, O'Guinn. and Meyer
note that: :

Communications researchers have long believed that an absence of other
sources of information can lead to situations where the media have large and
powerful effects. Therefore, the members of the host society who have the
least direct contact with minority groups may be the most influenced by me-
dia portrayals.*

Other researchers have linked this overall tendency to public perceptions of the Latino community.
For instance, in his overview on Hispanics in the media. University of Texas Professor Federico Subervi
explained that:

...messages presented by the media may have significant cflects on the audi-
ence. especially regarding events, topics. and issues about which the audi-
ence has no direct knowledge or experience. Thus, for millions of people in
this country, a significant part of the information they receive and the notions
they develop about Hispanics may often be products of mass media mes-
sages.’

This phenomenon appears to have particular influence on children and young adults. For example,
in an American Jewish Committee survey of several hundred high school students in New York City, the
Lichters note that television exercises its greatest influence on:

....hose who do not hold strong opinions or who have no opinion or informa-
tion about a particular subject. In dealing with socially relevant topics like
racial and ethnic relations, TV not only entertains, it conveys values and
messages that people may absorb unwittingly. This is particularly the case
with young people .’

UCLA Professor Gordon Berry. in his review of research done on children and multicultural por-
trayals on television, found that. “children’s beliefs and feelings about [isolated) minority groups frequently
are influenced by the way they are portrayed on television.® A study by University of Wisconsin Professor
Blake Armstrong and Cleveland State University Kimberly Neuendorf confirms the point. In a survey of

NCLR « Out of the Picture: Hispanics in the Media 19



several hundred college students from 1980-86. they determined that the level of media exposure of White
college students strongly influenced their beliefs about the social and economic standing of Black and
White Americans, particularly among those students who have had few opportunities for direct interracial
contact.’

Second, expert opinion and empirical research confirms that the media play a powerful role in
reinforcing pre-existing stereotypes. After reviewing a number of research studies on this question, Wilson
and Gutierrez determined that:

...the studies that have been done show that negative, one-sided. or stereo-
typed media portrayals and news coverage do reinforce racist attitudes in
those members of the audience who have such attitudes and can channel mass
actions agains! the group that is stereotypically portrayed. The studies also
show that bigoled persons watching television programs ridiculing bigotry
interprel such programs as reinforcing their pre-existing beliefs.*

Similarly, in a study of high school students in New York City. the American Jewish Commilttee
found that although television has no magical power to change firmly-held beliefs, it can powerfully rein-
force stereotypical attitudes about minorities that are already held by the audience.’

Empirical research has shown that television ecxposure can lead 1o the development and strength-
ening of stereotypes. particularly with audiences that have minimal direct contact with or knowledge of
Latinos and other minority groups. For example. in a report on children and gender stereotypes. researchers
from Georgetown University and the University of Kansas examined a series of studies and found they
support the premise that heavy television exposure is associated with high levels of gender siereotyping.
Elementary school children who remained heavy viewers over time became increasingly *gender-typed,”
while those who were stable light viewers became less “gender-typed.™"

Third, there is considerable evidence that media portrayals can have the effect of reducing certain
stereotypes. apparently confirming the role the media can play in counter-acting pre-existing beliefs. Fur-
thermore, the evidence strongly suggests that positive media portrayals of minorities can change attitudes
and beliefs of non-minorities. In an evaluation of the show, Freesryle. Johnston and Ettema indicated that
children who watched the series had less stereotyped views about appropriate behavior for girls and boys
than nonviewers and were more tolerant of nontraditional activities. occupations. and family roles." Simi-
lar results were reporied by Davidson. Yasuno. and Tower. who found that five- to six-year-old girls who
saw a cartoon showing women as good athletes subsequently gave less-stereotyped responscs on a gender
attitudes measurement than thosc who saw a ncutral or gender-stereotyped cartoon. '

Another example involves educational programs such as Sesame Streer. which appear (o have
generated more positive atlitudes of Blacks and Latinos in White children. In a study of children’s viewing
habits, Hunter College Professor Sherryl Browne Graves found that there was a positive attitude change for
Black children who saw any type of portrayal of Blacks and for the White children who saw a positive
portrayal. However, White children exposed to a negative portrayal changed the most and in a negative
direction. Overall, Graves slated “these results suggest that while the mere presence of Black TV characters
may have a positive impact on Black children, the type of characterization of Blacks is critical in terms of
the potential negative impact on White children.™"

Based on their college student survey, Armstrong and Neuendorf found that, on the one hand, the
greater the amount of television entertainment exposure students had. the better off economically they
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thought Blacks were as compared (o Whites.” On the other hand. the greater thc amount of TV news
exposure the students had. the lower they perceived Black socioeconomic status relative 10 those of Whiles.
These beliefs are complelely consisient with television portrayals of African Americans during this period."

Thus. the research shows that the media play an influential role in shaping public perceptions of
groups like Hispanics with which non-Hispanics have little contact. The research further demonstrates that
the media play an even more important role in reinforcing pre-existing negative stereotypes of Latinos and
other minorities. Taken together. these studies strongly suggest that current public perceptions of Latinos
are at Jeast partially aitributable to media images and porirayals, which in the case of Hispanics are over-
whelmingly negative. Moreover. a number of empirical studies show thai positive portrayals of minority
groups can partially reverse pre-existing negative images. suggesting that the media’s failure to poriray
Latinos in positive roles — or 10 even include Hispanics at all — has at a minimum resulted in many lost
opportunities that could have been used to improve the Latino community’s public image. The extent of the
damage to the image of the Hispanic community — as measured by research on public perceptions of
Latinos — is discussed below.

D.  TheExtent of the Damoge: Public Perceptions of latinos

Exlensive public opinion research has documented public attitudes towards Lalinos in the United
States. These dala demonstrate that non-Hispanics are largely ignorant of the condition ol Hispanic Ameri-
cans. Furthermore. the data show that non-Latinos have extremely negalive views of Hispanics. views that
arc oflen wildly inconsistent with the {acts. Finally. the rescarch suggests that public perceptions of Hispan-
ey are remarkably similar 10 stereotypical media portrayals of Latinos.

Recent research shows that non-Hispanics are strikingly unaware of the facts regarding the status
of Latinos in this country. The most compelling evidence on this point comes from a massive opinion poll
conducted for the National Conference (formerly the National Conference on Christian and Jews), which
was released in 1994, According to the National Conference Survey on Inter-group Relations, 65% of
Whites feel that Latinos have equal opporiunities to obtain a quality education, 57% believe that Hispanics
have an equal chance to get skilled jobs. 55% perceive that Latinos receive an equal opportunity to obtain
decent housing where they want to live, 55% feel that Hispanics have the same chance as Whites to obtain
cqual justice under the law. and 54% believe that Latinos are offered equal pay for the same work as Whites.
By 46% 10 41%. a plurality of Whites fcel that Latinos can get equal treatment as Whites in obtaining credit
loans and mortgages.'

These perceptions are substantially at odds with the latest social science rescarch. The data clearly
demonstrate that Latinos receive uncqual educational opportunities.'” experience enormous levels of dis-
crimination in the labor market."™ encounter massive levels of housing discrimination,' are likely to receive
disproportionately greater sentences than non-Hispanics in the criminal justice system.” fail to obiain equal
pay for equal work.”* and are less likely 10 obtain morigages than equally- or less-qualified White loan
applicants >

Commenting on their findings, the authors of the survey concluded that:

A scrious problem for Latinos emerges in the relatively low 51% of non-
Latinos who feel that this group really suffers from discrimination.... Sub-

stantial numbers (of non-Latinos) feel that Latinos are paid as well for the
same work as Whites. The facts. directly from the Census. of course, sharply
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contradict this assessment. graphically showing that Latinos receive more
than one-third less compensation for comparable work to Whites. Clearly,
the facts about discrimination against Latinos are not well known in non-
Latino America, especially among Whites and Asians.™

Other opinion research shows that the perception of Hispanics by non-Latinos is not only inaccu-
rate, it is overwhelmingly negative. For example, in a 1989 survey for the American Jewish Committee
focusing on the perceived “social standing’ of 58 different ethnic groups. Hispanic groups including Mexi-
cans, Guatemalans. Nicaraguans, Puerio Ricans. and Cubans were ranked forty-ninth or lower: only Gyp-
sies were ranked below Mexicans and Puerto Ricans. In fact, a fictitious group (“Wysians™) was ranked
above five Latino subgroups in the survey.”

Similarly, a December 1990 National Opinion Research Center poll examined public opinions and
perceptions of six major American cultural groups — Whites, Jews, Blacks, Asian Americans, Hispanic
Americans, and Southern Whites. The survey showed that Hispanic Americans are ranked last or next to
last on almost every characteristic measured (wealth, work ethic. violence, intelligence. dependency. and
patriotism). Over 80% of respondents rated Hispanic Americans lower than Whites on one or more of the
six characteristics.” In commenting on the findings. one Hispanic leader wrote:

We have learned from public opinion polls that many of our fellow Ameri-
cans perceive Latinos to be lazy [and unpatriotic].... It is ironic that a com-
munity with proportionately more Congressional Medal of Honor winners
than any other ethnic group is considered unpatriotic; [and] that a group with
the highest male labor force participation rate is seen as lazy....%*

In sum. in part because many non-Hispanics receive most of their information about Latinos through
the media. or because stereotypical media images reinforce pre-existing prejudices against Hispanics. or
because the media have failed to accurately counteract negative perceptions of Latinos through accurate and
positive portrayals. the Hispanic community has an extraordinarily negative image in the eyes of most
Americans. Some of the consequences this negative image has for Hispanic Americans are explored in the
following section.

. Implications

Although media portrayals are not entirely responsible for the largely inaccurate and negative
perceptions of Hispanics by much of American society, the evidence demonsirates thal the media plays an
important role in shaping that image in at least two important respects. The overwhelmingly negative and
stereotypical media image of Hispanics both contributes to the formation of negative public perceptions of
Latinos and reinforces pre-existing Hispanic stereotypes. In addition, the failure to balance these negative
portrayals with positive Latino role models or accurate information about the condition of Hispanics, pro-
motes opinions about Hispanics that are inconsistent with the facts.

The inaccurate and stereotypical image of Hispanic Americans portrayed by the media is disturb-
ing on many levels. Not only does it undermine the character and reputation of the 25 million Americans
who will soon become the nation’s largest ethnic minority, it also has harmful and tangible implications for
Latinos and the entire sociely.

[
(]
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One tangible effect of the perpetration of Hispanic stereotypes is increased discrimination. To the
exient that the siereotype of Latinos as lazy, untrustworthy, unintelligent, unpatriotic, and violent is wide-
spread. it is not unreasonable to expect that such atiitudes would stimulate behavioral responses by those
who hold such beliefs. The existence and propagation of these stereotypes is particularly important at a time
when overtly or blatantly discriminatory attitudes are increasingly socially undesirable. because the stereo-
types provide socially “acceptable™ excuses for such discrimination.

Researchers who study the nature of discrimination have described the phenomenon of “aversive
racists,” i.e., people who, like most Americans. believe themselves to be free of prejudice but who act in
ways that are unquestionably discriminatory. After analyzing a series of behavioral experiments involving
word-association tests. mock jury trials, and employee performance evaluations, a Colgate Universily re-
search team found that factars such as language. speech accent, and culture — characteristics that are often
emphasized by media stereotypes — frequently explain discriminatory behavior toward Latinos. Accord-
ing 1o the researchers:

In sitwations in which...a negative responsc can be justified or rationalized on
the basis of some facior other than race, sex or ethnicily, the negative beliefs
and feelings will be expressed: under these conditions, aversive racists will
discriminate against traditionally disadvantaged groups. but subtly and in ways
that will not challenge their non-prejudiced self-concepts.”’

Moreover, empirical research has begun 1o establish clear causal links between employer stereo-
lypes regarding ethnicity and race and unlawful, discriminalory practices by such employers. For example,
a 1989 University of Chicago study based on a series of interviews with 185 employers in Chicago found
that 70% of those surveyed made distinctions among employees based on racial and ethnic stereotypes.
According to these employers. Blacks and Hispanics were viewed as “lower class™ and thus less desirable
employees, regardless of their actual personal social and economic characteristics. The study confirmed the
tendency of employers to generalize about racial and ethnic employees, and to rely on these generalizations
in their hiring practices.™

Another study by University of Puerto Rico Psychology Professor Alba Rivera-Ramos has docu-
mented the existence of a number of negative stereotypes concemning the attributes of productivity of Puerto
Rican women, and the harmful effects of such perceptions on their employment opportunities.”

A second perhaps less tangible but no less impontant result of the media’s treatment of Latinos is
that it severely undermines the ability and the likelihood of the general public and policy makers to identify
appropriate public policies 1o address Hispanic concerns. This phenomenon takes place at many levels. On
one level, the underrepresentation of Latinos in the media and the failure to cover Hispanic themes and
perspectives cffectively prevents such issues from even reaching the policy arena. 1t is highly unlikely. for
example, for the public or policy makers (o undersiand the need 10 address widcspread employment or
housing discrimination against Latinos if the media fail 10 report — and thus the public fails to perceive —
that such discrimination is a serious problem.

On another level. negative media portrayals of Hispanics tend to undercut public support for poli-
cies to address such concems when they do become the focus of policy debates. This is especially true ata
time when, as discussed above, much of the basis for discrimination — which presumably affects attitudes
toward public policy proposals — is far more subtle than in the past. For example. media scholar Ema
Smith has noted that;
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Most social scientists agree that the media can influcnce racial attitudes by
reinforcing racial fears. Recent studies suggest a link between news cover-
age and the modem racist, who believes discrimination is a thing of the past.
and that any problems...non-Whiles face in American society are of their
own making."*

Ironically then. the very phenomenon that stimulates discriminatory behavior — the absence and
stereotypical portrayals of Latinos — tends to undermine public support for policy interventions to address
such discrimination. On yet another, perhaps even more subtie level the virtual absence of Latino
“newsmakers™ in broadcast news documented by the Annenberg School study has another powerful effect
— it undermines the credibility and prestige of Hispanics seeking 1o influence public policy. According 1o
the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights:

Television not only reports on the events of the day but also plays a role in
setting the national agenda. In addition, it confers status and importance on
those individuals and events that make the news.... Mass media audiences
draw the following conclusions about those selected by the press. radio. and
television: *If you reaily matter. you will be at the focus of mass attention,
and if you are ai the focus of mass attention, then surely you must really
matter.""

This phenomenon is furthered by the media’s iendency to cite non-Hispanics more frequently than
Hispanics, even in news coverage of stories with predominantly Latino themes. To much of society. then,
the media’s message is: “Hispanic issues rarely matter. and even when they do. Hispanics' perspectives on
these issues don't matter much.”

It is unfortunate that the public image of Lalinos remains both negative and inaccurate. It is a
serious problem when many current public policy debates affecting Hispanics arc so badly skewed by
inadequate and negative media coverage. What is perhaps even more frichtening is that these effects are
likely to last long into the future. The finding that those who have limited contact with Hispanics, particu-
larly children. are especially likely to be influenced by media portrayals is extremely disturbing at a time of
growing school segregation; recent social science research has found that Latinos are the most “racially
isolated™ ethnic group in the country.* Furthermore. non-Hispanic children not only have limited contact
with their Latino peers. it is highly unlikely that they have much exposure to adult Hispanics due to the
severe underrepresentation of Hispanic school teachers and administrators; according 10 the latest statistics,
Hispanics constitute less than 3% of all teachers and administrators.*

Finally, there is some support in the research for the belief — long-held by some Latino leaders —
that the media are contributing to negative self-images within the Latino community itself, particularly
among Latino youth. This beliel is based on several factors. First, research demonstrates that because they
are heavy television viewers, Hispanic children may be unduly influenced by what they see on television.
Inone study of Sth and 10th graders in six southwestern cities. Latino youngsters consistently reported that
they watch more television than do other youth — before school, after school. and before going to bed.
Moreover. according io this study. 48% of the Hispanic children believed that what they see on television is
“true,” compared 10 41% of the White children.™ The Lichiers in the 1988 American Jewish Commitiee
study of high school students reported similar results.™
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Second. at least one major study found that Latino children had more positive opinions of Hispanic
media portrayals than were warranted by the portrayals themselves. In their study of several 5th and 10th
graders in the Southwest, Greenberg and his colleagues unexpeciedly found more positive responses from
Hispanic youngsters regarding newspaper and television portrayals of their own ethnic group than from
White children. While both groups agreed that there were more negative than positive portrayals of Hispan-
ics in the media. the Hispanic children judged the images to be more positive than did the White young-
sters.>

Although therc are many possible explanations for this phenomenon,”” perhaps the clearest and
most salient is what sociologists refer 1o as “internalized oppression.” the condition that occurs when media
portrayals encourage disadvantaged groups (o accept the “superiority” of their oppressors. Other studies
have found similar counterinuitive results in other areas thai could be explained by the same phenomenon.
For example, both the National Conference and the Latino National Political Survey report that although
Hispanic respondents belicve that Latinos as a group encounter discrimination. the proportion of Hispanic
respondents who agree with this staicment, or of those who report personal incidents of bias are lower than
the social science research would suggest.

Again, although other factors could account for this disparity.* the evidence is consistent with the
notion that irrespective of the social science research and even their own personal experiences. some Lati-
nos are “conditioned™ by the media to either accept discrimination or to deny its existence entirely. It is
truly ironic that, as seen above. media images both encourage discrimination and discourage appropriate
responses 10 such discrimination on the pan of the broader. non-Hispanic society: it would be an even
crueler irony if those same media images also led Latinos to accept such discrimination. Thus. some inci-
dents of bias may be the result of both the perpetrator and the victim of discrimination “acting oul™ a media-
induced sell-fulfilling prophecy. One Hispanic leader has explained it this way:

{Media coverage] can condition a supervisor to pass over a Latino in favor of
an Anglo. because media stereotypes have taught the supervisor (0 expect
neither (0o much initiative nor too much resentment from his Latino em-
ployee. On the other hand. Latinos have been conditioned not to expect to
much from employers. The prophesies {ulfill themselves....*°

The relative absence and the negative portrayals of Hispanics in the entertainment and news media
have powerful and profound — if not precisely quantifiable — effects. Media images dircctly foster and
reinforce stereotypes that form the basis for discrimination. They undermine public understanding and
support for policy interventions to address such discrimination and other Latino concems, and may continue
to do so far into the future due to their disproportionatc influence on children. And they may even have the
effect of distorting Hispanics’ perception of themselves and their own community.

This situation is not only harmful to the Latino community, but has serious implications for the
broader society at well. As a previous NCLR report noted:

Hispanics will account for more than one-fifth of all new workers between
1984 and 2000, and a growing percentage in the early decades of the 21sl
century. As the White population ages, minorities — especially Hispanics —
are becoming an increasingly large segment of the workforce.... [Improving
the condition of] Hispanics can no longer be viewed as merely addressing a
“special interest ™ clearly, it is in the national interest.*
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As the data reported and analyzed in this section demonstrate, prospecis for improving the condi-
tion of the Hispanic community are endangered by the media's treatment of Latinos. All Americans thus
have a shared interest in reversing the negative media image of Hispanics. The following section addresses
the chalienges that need to be overcome in order to do so, as well as recommendations for increasing the
proportion of and improving the status of Hispanic media portrayals.
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cans and the Mass Media. Norwood, NJ:  Ablex Publishers, 1983

Television's tmpact on Ethiic and Racial Images: A Study of Howard Beach Adolescents. op.
cit.

Mexican Americans aid the Mass Media. op. cil.

For example, the authors posit that 1 grealer proportion of positive portrayals that might be
found on Spanish-language television, which was not included in the study, could explain
some of the disparity. The authors further hypothesized that traditionally underrepresented
groups such as Latinos might be so desperate to see themselves on television that they will
positively judge any portrayals.

Taking America’s Pulse. op. cit. The National Conference survey found bare majorities of
Latinos who believe that Hispanics encounter significant discrimination. See also, Rodolfo de
la Garza et al,, Latino Voices: Mexican. Puerto Rican, & Cuban Perspectives on American
Politics. Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1992. The survey found that, although most Latino
groups encounter “a lot” or "some” discrimination, selatively small numbers reported per-
sonal encounters with discrimination.

These other explanations could include, for example, lack of knowledge regarding the types
of acts that constitute unlawful discrimination, or a reluctance to report discrimination due to
psychological or cultural factors. For a discussion of these factors, see “Testimony of Raul
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Yzaguirre on the Fair Housing Act of 1987, Seiute Hearings, Subcommittee on the Constitu-
tion, Commitiee on the Judiciary, March 31, 1987. See also, Mali Michelle Fleming, “The
Faces of Discrimination,” Hispanic, June 1994.

40. Yzaguirre, Raul, “Stereotypes: Self-Fulfilling Images,” Agenda: A journal of Hispanic Issues,
National Council of La Raza, January/February 1978.

41.  Hispanic Education: A Statistical Portrait, 1991. op. cit.
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Il. Challenges

A (uerview

As the evidence cited above shows, the
problem of underrepresentation and negative me-
dia portrayals of Latinos is not a new one: His-
panic scholars, leaders, and organizations have long
decried the problem (see box). The persistence,
indeed. the deterioration of the situation in many
respects over the past 30 years suggests that pow-
erful institutionalized conditions, both within and
outside the media establishment, contribute to the
problem; some of these institutions and conditions
are briefly assessed below.

First. conditions within the industry, par-
ticularly with respect to employment of Latinos.
are examined. A major institutional challenge o
the media within every industry and a1 all levels of
each industry is the virtual invisibility of Latinos
in employment overall, and particularly in posi-
tions of power. This is more than just an equal
employment opportunity issuc. Withoul increases
in Hispanic cmployment at every level in every
industry. the intemnal advocacy for — and the tech-
nical and cultural capacity to produce and susiain
— more accurate, sensitive, and non-stereotypical
Latino media portrayals simply will not exist.

Second. institutions within and outside the
industry that might be expected 1o help address the
situation are identified and discussed. With rare
exceptions, the evidence demonstrates that such
“watchdog™ institutions. including those within the
media, independent public interest groups, and
govermment agencies have all failed to demonstrate
a sustained interest in monitoring Latino media
portrayals. Unless these institutions begin 10 take
a more active role in promoting a greater number

NCLR on the Media

The media simply do not deal with Latino issues. If there is no
media coverage, then one may well conclude that there are no prob-
lems. If there are no problems then it follows that there is no need
10 evolve any solutions.... The media in general and the movie in-
dustry in particular, with an able assist from television broadcasis
of movies, consiantly portray Latinos in negative stereotypes.... The
images hurt. But much more than wounded pride is at stake. The
distortions create the attitudes that are the basis for discrimina-
iton.

Raul Yzaguirre, Agendu Magazine.
January/February 1978

Consciously und unconsciously, viewers tend to adopt many of
the perspectives presenied on the screen. and 1o see the nation as il
1s porirayed not only on the evening news buit also in siluation com-
edies, detective shows. und other fictional programming. 11 is widely
accepted — at least by experts in the field — that the curreni por-
travals of minorities tend to reinforce ethnic and cultural siereo-
types. Hispanics have been severely victimized by such portray-
als.... Hispanics rurely appeur on prime time 1elevision. und when
thev do. they are usually cast as low status persons, figures of fun,
or juvenile delinquents.

Raul Yzaguirre. tesumony before the House
Subcommittee on Telecommunications,
September 1983

A 1987 [television] study concluded that.. Hispanics are the only
group with a mainly negative TV image. We believe that three years
later this problem has gotten worse and, for a number of reasons,
we feel this negative trend is likely 10 continue if left unchecked....
The growing media focus on illegal immigration, the ‘underclass,
and the drug problem presents both a danger of perpetuating the
inaccurate and negaiive stereotypes of Hispanics, as well as the
opporiunity 10 improve the portrayals of Hispanics by the media.

Raul Yzaguirre. letter to
Congressman Don Edwards,
May 15, 1990

of, and more accurate, portrayals of Hispanics in the media, improvements in Hispanics' media image are

unlikely.

B.  Underrepresentation in Employment

As bleak as the picture is for on-screen employment and portrayals of Hispanics in the motion
picture and broadcast industries, the situation for behind-the-scenes Hispanics is even worse. Within the
entertainment industry, for example, Hispanics are most notable by their absence as producers. writers, and
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